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Introduction

Welcome to the National Archaeological Museum.

After six years of renovations, the museum reopens its doors to the public
with a new exhibition design that attempts to reconcile the displays with
modern society�s vision of the past.

Founded in 1867 by Queen Isabella II, the National Archaeological Museum
embraced the European trend of recovering the history of different coun-
tries rather than concentrating primarily on Graeco-Roman classical Anti-
quity, as had been the custom of private collections and the emerging public
museums.

The museum�s initial aim was twofold: to unite under one roof the cultural
assets that tell the story of Spain�s history, distributed at the time between
the Museum of Antiquities and Medals housed at the National Library, the
Museum of Natural Sciences and the School of Diplomatics; and to provide
a home for the many other assets scattered across the country and further
afield, sometimes in a serious state of neglect due to wars and the recent con-
fiscation campaigns, which the scientific committees set out to rescue. Since
those early days, the collections have grown exponentially to offer a rich and
meaningful insight into our past, but the museum has also acquired a funda-
mental role in the field of Spanish archaeology.

During the last 150 years the museum has evolved continuously and has un-
dergone five major transformations in particular: the initial exhibition at the
Casino de la Reina, inaugurated by King Amadeus I in 1871; the move to its
current home at the Palace of the National Library and Museums in 1893; the
so-called «Museum in Brief» after the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), featur-
ing a provisional display of the most significant pieces, eventually replaced by
the installation devised by Joaquín María de Navascués; the renovation un-
dertaken by Martín Almagro Basch between 1968 and 1980; and the latest
transformation conducted between 2008 and 2013 which, like the previous
one, has included extensive remodelling of the architecture and a complete
renovation of the exhibition design.

Creating a new exhibition design is a costly and once-in-a-generation exer-
cise, but it is also an opportunity to incorporate new collections, improve dis-
play systems and, above all, enrich the scientific discourse with the latest
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developments in archaeological research and historical knowledge. All of
these aspects are plain to see in the present installation.

Inevitably, the historical nature of the museum and its cultural assets dic-
tates a chronological order for the exhibition discourse, which begins with
the origins of humanity and the first traces of human presence in the terri-
tory that is now Spain. It continues through a vast time span, avoiding the
conventional practice of associating «archaeological» only with «ancient», and
ends with the 19th century and a selection of artefacts from the period when
the museum was founded.

The exhibition is divided into three broad sections of varying sizes and very
diverse contents: Archaeology and Heritage, which presents some of the
basic concepts of the field; Spain, a cultural meeting place, which encom-
passes the entire chronological and cultural narrative of what is now Spain;
and From Cabinet to Museum, which offers a general overview of the insti-
tution�s history and its collections from different Mediterranean cultures.

Archaeology and Heritage offers an audiovisual introduction to the basic as-
pects of cultural evolution (Spaces, Times and Cultures), archaeological theo-
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ries and methodology and the social meaning of archaeological heritage (Ar-
chaeology: A Science for Discovering Ourselves), and a synthesis of the history
of Spain (Spain: A Key Archaeological Site).

In the section entitled Spain, a cultural meeting place, the first chronological
modules, dedicated to Prehistory, explore the origins of Humanity, the ear-
liest records of the presence of humans on the Iberian Peninsula, and cul-
tural development during the ages when scavenging, hunting and gathering
were the only survival mechanisms known to human beings (The Palaeolithic
Universe).

The module Late Prehistoric Landscapes and Societies describes the first cul-
tural periods and the productive economic activities carried out by human
beings in the Neolithic, Chalcolithic (or Copper Age) and Bronze Age, du-
ring which farming, animal husbandry, the use of different metals and a so-
cial hierarchy emerged and developed.

Historians have traditionally situated the end of Prehistory at the advent of
writing systems and the first mentions of people belonging to different cul-
tural areas, which ushered in the period known as Protohistory. On the Ibe-
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rian Peninsula, this occurred at the beginning of the first millennium BC,
when the Phoenicians landed on these shores. Contact with other peoples
during this millennium triggered a veritable cultural revolution for the in-
habitants of Iberia (Novelties of the New Millennium).

During the Early Iron Age (The Formation of the Pre-Roman People Groups),
Mediterranean colonists explored and settled the peninsula, although the
contacts established along the coast and further inland varied enormously.
One of the earliest influences led to the creation of the legendary kingdom of
Tartessus.

We have a more detailed knowledge about the Iberian cultures of the second
part of the millennium. For the first time, thanks to Greek and Roman sources,
the native peoples had their own names and distinctive characteristics. A cul-
tural mosaic can be identified, divided into two large areas�Iberians in the
south and north-east, and Celts in the rest of the peninsula (Iberia, A Cultural
Mosaic)�although these social structures would subsequently succumb to the
pressures of the Roman conquest.

Following the so-called «Pax Romana» (19 BC), which marked the end of two
hundred years of Romanisation, Roman Hispania fully integrated in the
Roman Empire. Over the course of the ensuing centuries, it even produced
several emperors, such as Trajan and Hadrian, by which time the earlier cul-
tures had all but disappeared.

The fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century led to the disin-
tegration of Europe as a cohesive territory and paved the way for the settle-
ment of various peoples, including the Germanic groups. This is the period
that historians now refer to as Late Antiquity. The Iberian Peninsula was
colonised by the Visigoths, who established a powerful kingdom but assimi-
lated many of the Hispano-Roman cultural characteristics until their own
downfall at the beginning of the eighth century.

The arrival of the Arabs in 711 and their swift expansion are traditionally re-
garded as the beginning of the Middle Ages on the Iberian Peninsula. The
exhibition divides this period into two broad sections: for eight hundred
years, Muslims (Al-Andalus) and Christians (The Christian Kingdoms) shared
land, economy and culture, with intermittent periods of stability and conflict
eventually culminating in the Christian conquest of the Nasrid Kingdom by
the Catholic Monarchs at the end of the 15th century.

The closest period in time to the present is the Early Modern Era, which was
characterised by the gradual political unification of what is now Spain by the
Habsburg (Modern Times) and Bourbon (The Age of Reason and On the
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Threshold of the Late Modern Era) dynasties. These four hundred years wit-
nessed the discovery of America, unprecedented territorial expansion, and
the gradual reduction of this territory in the years leading up the beginning
of the 19th century as the various viceroyalties claimed independence and
formed their own countries.

The chronological exhibition concludes with the creation of the museum by
Isabella II in 1867, offering a natural introduction to the history of the mu-
seum since that date.

Since it was founded nearly 150 years ago, the museum has undergone numer-
ous internal transformations and changes, has significantly increased the num-
ber of artefacts it holds, and has altered the way in which it presents its
collections to the public. The module The Repository of Our Past: the National Ar-
chaeological Museum explores these aspects and explains the historical reasons
for the presence of collections from other Mediterranean cultures�Near East,
Egypt and Greece, and one of the world�s largest coin cabinets�each of which
occupy their own gallery in the final section of the permanent exhibition. 

Near East, the birthplace of agriculture, cities and states, is the origin of the
written history of humanity. The exhibition illustrates the fundamental as-
pects of the cultural legacy of Mesopotamia, Iran and the Arabian Peninsula.

The ancient cultures that emerged on the banks of the river Nile (The Nile:
Egypt and Nubia) are basically represented by the collections that were
formed as a result of research in the field conducted by museum technicians
over the last 50 years. The exhibition comprises three broad sections: soci-
ety, which examines the daily life of the Nile�s inhabitants and the figure of
the pharaoh; the Egyptian pantheon, featuring the numerous deities and re-
ligious practices; and death and its associated rituals.

The iconography of the select collection of pottery held by the museum pro-
vides an insight into the history of Ancient Greece and some of the funda-
mental aspects of its society: the social role of men, the invisibility of women,
Greek gods, and the world of death and the afterlife.

Finally, although the presence and significance of coinage in each historical
period is explored throughout the exhibition, the module Coins, Much More
than Money analyses coinage from a social and generic perspective, explo-
ring the nature of coinage, its past and present functions, what coins are made
of, what other objects were used as currency, and what historical information
can be gleaned from coins.
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